Polish Miniseries Episode 19: “The Closet Absolutist”
[bookmark: _GoBack]Hello and welcome history friends patrons all to our 19th instalment of the PHM. Last time we brought our narrative of the GNW essentially up to a close, as we concluded with Tsar Peter being granted the titles of the Great, Father of the Fatherland and Emperor of all the Russians. These great domestic victories were crowned in 1721 by the absolute triumph abroad, as Peter had witnessed Russia’s meteoric rise at the direct expense of its Swedish and Polish neighbours. In both cases, both powers had to pay for the Russian success, but in different ways. Sweden’s case was more straightforward, as the devastated Swedish Empire was all but destroyed by the time the rush for the spoils had been completed. The price for peace had been high for Stockholm, and separate peace agreements with its neighbours had initially been approved in the hope that these losses would be made up for by gains in the Baltic. At the last moment though, the burgeoning anti-Russian league fell to pieces, mostly thanks to the difficulties Georgian diplomats faced in the PLC.
If the cost for Sweden was its supreme status and unchallenged domination of the north east, then the cost of Russian victory for PL was one of decreased independence, foreign disdain and the increased decentralised of the country as the Commonwealth’s nobles divided themselves into self-interested power blocks independent of the Republic’s government. After fanning the flames of suspicion and fear of their King, the Russian presence in the Commonwealth looked set to dominate all aspects of its affairs as the century progressed. Before we go any further in telling this story though, we need to backtrack a bit and, in light of what we know of the geopolitical situation by 1721, detail how political and domestic affairs in the Commonwealth led to one of the most infamous events in that polity’s history – the Silent Sejm of 1717. 
Already, we have concluded that the SS was not the de facto end of Polish sovereignty, and that the real end of political freedom came in the aftermath of the failure to include Poland in the Treaty of Vienna. That failure had been made possible by the Russian manipulation of the fearful, self-interested nobles, while King Augustus’ boorish approach to his foreign subjects didn’t help matters either. After seeing for themselves just how shaky and unreliable the Commonwealth’s political situation was, and after seeing their plans for the Treaty of Vienna go up in smoke largely because of that Commonwealth’s anarchic Sejm procedures, foreign potentates like the HR Emperor and George of Britain-Hanover made sure not to rely on the Poles in diplomacy again. This decision was crowned by the simultaneous decision made by King Augustus to throw his lot back in fully with the Russians, in return for Peter’s guarantee to support Augustus’ son’s candidacy for the Polish throne. Just as his subjects had feared, Augustus wished to make Poland’s crown hereditary, and he would need Russian help to stamp out this discontent when the moment came. This is all to come for us in the 1720s, but for now, it remains to detail in the next two episodes precisely how and why the SS came to be, and what it actually meant for the Commonwealth, even if it didn’t necessarily mean the end of Polish sovereignty. Without any further ado then, let’s begin, as I take you to the aftermath of Russian victory at Poltava, in July 1709…
*********
In 1925 in the atmosphere of a great and hopeful national renaissance, Polish historian Josef Feldman sat down to write his History of the GNW. Feldman was violently anti-Russian; he had fought in the recent Polish-Soviet war and had a patriotic interest in bringing the history of his country back to his countrymen, in a bid to ensure that Russian domination never became the state of affairs again. Seeing the beginning of his homeland’s troubles as stemming from that war, Feldman made the curious decision to end his narrative in 1709, in the aftermath of the battle which, in his mind, changed everything about the Russo-Polish relationship forever. The last few lines of his 1925 work read:
It was mid-July. The Muscovite army had reached the palatinate of Sandomierz. In the west, the Saxons stood ready to march. News from Ukraine was awaited with bated breath. The news arrived- at first uncertain, then ever more often repeated, until it turned into a certainty, bewildering for some, for others, deadly – all wrapped up in that one word: Poltava! Everyone understood what it meant. From the blood-soaked battlefield on the Vorskla came Leszczynsky’s inevitable destruction and the restoration of Augustus.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Josef Feldman, Polska w dobie Wielkiej Wojny Pólnocnej, 1704-1709 (Cracow, 1925), p. 312.] 

Everyone understood what it meant, Feldman claimed, but did they? How could it have been perceived that in a single day, so much about the status quo could change? With a more objective eye, one can discern that Charles XII’s stranded army was bleeding out for months before he made the unwise but inevitable decision to smash it on the Russian anvil against hopeless odds. Yet, it was perhaps not so much Charles’ military capabilities, but his political standing, that were truly shattered over the course of Poltava’s experience. With his political position, and of course his reputation, unmistakeably destroyed, Charles compounded the picture by fleeing into an Ottoman exile. With his character and his legend doubly absent, it was only inevitable that a power vacuum emerged, to be filled by the only power still standing in the contest – Russia. 
It is easy to see Peter’s act of pushing for Augustus’ return as one which demonstrated Augustus’ dependence upon Russian power, but in actual fact on 24th August 1709 the Saxon Elector marched to reclaim his Polish throne with 11k Saxon troops by his side, and those members of the old Confederation of Sandomierz who had gone underground during Stanislaus’ reign were eager to welcome him back. As Augustus marched east, Peter was by no means in a situation to instantly project his power to the west and into the Commonwealth, and he certainly hadn't begun to build up an army of Russian soldiers within the Commonwealth either. We must remember that for the last decade, Poland had essentially been a no-go area for the Russians, as Charles XII’s regime under King Stanislaus made the Commonwealth instantly hostile to the Tsar. There was no way, after Poltava, to suddenly reverse this decade-long trend. Even with Augustus returning to Poland, Peter simply didn’t possess the state machinery to ship his men west, particularly after burning much of the lands to the west that lay before Russia as he escaped from Charles. Incidentally, this scorched earth policy left an understandably bitter taste in the mouths of many Commonwealth citizens, including those that welcomed Augustus back. In their minds, they had led the wartime opposition to the Swedish puppet king, and there was no reason why a Russian puppet king would be the result of Charles XII’s failures. 
Between 1702-06, a civil war wracked the Commonwealth, as the Confederation of Warsaw fought against the Confederation of Sandomierz. The latter confederacy had been established to oppose Stanislaus’ regime, and its members clung to the far eastern regions of the Commonwealth once Augustus renounced his claims on the Polish crown in 1706. Many had been bitter at Augustus’ decision to do this, since without a king to support, the Confederation of Sandomierz became little more than a rebel organisation. It was for this reason that Peter continued to search for replacement kings for the outlawed Confederation to look up. With a new king, their apparently doomed movement would be granted more legitimacy and could perhaps draw more adherents. Yet, with Charles XII’s victories piling up, there seemed no reason for any foreign potentates to risk their fortunes in the sordid conflict. Sandomierz languished to the unruly east of the Commonwealth then, while its rebellious nobles jealously guarded their official titles and positions, and remained too strong for Stanislaus to defeat them in battle. Stanislaus’ efforts to reform the Commonwealth or to consolidate his position were made difficult by the stubbornness of some key noble families and by Charles XII’s own obstinacy. Some reconciliation had been achieved between the two Confederations, but King Stan was by no means in a strong position, a fact demonstrated by the rapid crumbling of his power base once news of Poltava was received.
On 21st September 1709, Peter and Augustus made a happy picture as the two allies met together in Warsaw. While on the surface Peter had just achieved a stunning victory, there was no indication that the Russian domination over PL was about to begin, nor was there any indication that the Confederation of Sandomierz were eager to welcome in new Russian overlords, as it commonly believed. Sandomierz had more than a few qualms about Russian behaviour; the aforementioned scorched earth committed by the Russians in predominantly Polish lands still stuck in their craw, as did the fact that the Russians were occupying portions of Ukraine which were not theirs. Speaking of Ukraine, the Cossack revolt there and the creeping Ottoman activity and interest provided additional distractions for Peter, and meant that he soon travelled back east rather than seek any kind of resolution with the Commonwealth. For now at least, the Commonwealth was not under the Russian microscope, and so the old wartime partnership between Augustus and the Confederation of Sandomierz sought to apply themselves to bettering the Commonwealth’s domestic position while they the chance. There was much work to be done.
For the next few years, between the impact of Poltava and Peter’s disaster on the Pruth in 1711, Russia was in no position to impose its will upon the Commonwealth. In his stellar article of this period, wherein this revisionist point of view is explained most succinctly, historian Robert Frost wrote that:
Despite Charles's pleas…the Ottomans refused to turn their victory [on the River Pruth in 1711] into a second Poltava, content that they had demonstrated to the tsar the dangers of an aggressive policy in the south. Peter emerged with relatively generous terms and, most importantly, with his new model army largely intact. The Ottoman refusal to march to the Swedish drum and their relative generosity to Peter allowed him to turn his full attention once again to events in the north and to the Commonwealth, where Augustus and the Sandomierz confederates were beginning to demonstrate that, while they were unquestionably delighted that Charles had been so comprehensively defeated, they by no means wished to be subservient to Russian wishes. Complaints about the behaviour of Russian troops and the burdens they placed on the whole population, including the nobility, were legion, while the wholesale destruction of wide swaths of the Commonwealth by the Russian armies retreating before the Swedes in 1708 had heightened anti-Russian feelings, especially in Lithuania, which had long served as the bedrock of Russian support.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Robert I. Frost, ‘"Everyone understood what it meant": The Impact of the Battle of Poltava on the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth’, Harvard Ukrainian Studies, Vol. 31, No. 1/4, POLTAVA 1709: THE BATTLE AND THEMYTH (2009-2010), pp. 159-176; referenced in this case is p. 164.] 

Over 1709-11, the GH of Lithuania would write regularly to King Augustus on his views of the Russians, which almost wholly negative and gave the impression that Lithuanians were far from willing to trust Peter’s pledges. The old leader of the Sandomierz Confederacy told Augustus to regard the Russian troops along the Polish border as hostile, since they continued to behave as though they owned the place. When a big fuss was made of Russian troops in the Commonwealth, and in particular when complaints were lodged with Peter over the Russian occupation of portions of the Ukraine owned by the Commonwealth, neither Augustus nor his nobles would back down. Eventually, as per the terms of one of the peace treaties with the Ottomans, Peter finally removed his soldiers from the right bank of the Ukraine. If Peter had been in the process of making the Commonwealth into a protectorate, he would not have needed to listen, yet evidently, between 1711-1714, Augustus and the opinions of the Commonwealth still carried some weight in the Tsar’s mind. 
So what changed? To get to the root of this quandary we have to remember the situation Augustus was in when he returned to the Commonwealth to claim the Polish Crown. At the head of 11k foreign Saxon troops, the appearance of yet more foreign soldiers on Commonwealth soil drew the ire of his subjects. With the Confederation of Sandomierz already backing Augustus with its magnates’ resources, Augustus was eventually persuaded by a weary populace to send his soldiers home, and in spring 1710, Augustus bid his contingent of Saxons farewell. This was all well and good, and for the next few years Augustus and the Sandomierz Confederates committed themselves to improving the country while they had the chance. With the Russians occupied by the Ottomans and the Swedish resurgences, any soldiers that moved across the Commonwealth did not need to stay particularly long, and so the threat of Peter occupying and forcing through what he wanted in the Commonwealth could not come to pass. Then, in the aftermath of the Swedish general Stenbock’s failed campaign and his capitulation in May 1713, 26k well-armed and mostly fresh Saxon troops marched straight from that campaign right back into the Commonwealth, at the behest of the Elector-King.
In the years since Augustus had waved goodbye to his native army, he had steadily improved his relations with the Sandomierz Confederates, and supported them in their quest to better the Commonwealth’s constitution. With this in mind, the majority of these Confederates met between February and May 1710, in a kind of miniature Sejm, wherein those assembled agreed to a striking number of badly needed reforms. There was no question of self-interest, of making use of the liberum veto, or of shirking one’s responsibilities – it was time put up and shut up for the good of the aching Commonwealth, which was in desperate need of refreshment, reinvestment and reform. It started with the issue of tax collecting. For many decades, in line with its decentralised tune, the Commonwealth’s central government in Warsaw had passed the responsibility for raising and collecting taxes to the local provincial magnates and nobles, in a policy not dissimilar to the feudal days of yore. Yet by 1710 these same nobles and notables were tired of this responsibility; they were willing to hand it back to Warsaw and, what was more, they were willing to actually pay some portion of the taxation themselves this time as well. 
In addition, these taxes were to be put to a worthy cause – the raising of an army of 65k men, which would be supplemented by foreign troops if necessary. The act of paying for these troops, and most importantly the officers which were to lead them, was to be provided by a fund created and supported by the central administration. Centralisation, contrary to the usual story of the fracturing Commonwealth in the 18th century, was the order of the day at this Sejm, and throughout the proceedings Augustus demonstrated his willingness to work with the magnates, which increased the loyalty that the Confederates had had for him in the first place. Again then, this all sounds like the Commonwealth and its King had learned the lessons of the last few years, and that all involved were trying to make the situation better, so what compelled Augustus to invite over 20k Saxons into the Republic when he must have known how his Polish subjects would respond? In retrospect, Augustus’ decision to invite the unpopular Saxons back in once again must be seen as one of his worst domestic mistakes, but at the time, he may well have believed that there would no longer be as much opposition as there had been in 1709, since by May 1713 he had worked with the institutions of the Commonwealth for some time and, in his mind, he somehow deserved to invite his lads back in again.
But Augustus mistook the better working relationship he enjoyed with the Confederates and nobles as evidence that he was no longer under suspicion. On the contrary, he was always under suspicion. Augustus never once attempted to learn Polish, and he rarely if ever communicated his decision to the Sejm, choosing instead to send a Saxon official to that body to represent him. To the Elector Augustus, granted close to absolute powers in Saxony, this was a great concession on his part because it showed that he cared, yet the appearance of this Saxon official in place of their King was always a sore spot for those assembled in the Sejm, and what was more, it meant they couldn’t see what he was up to. The Commonwealth was right to be suspicious, because in October 1709 Augustus had in fact made an agreement in secret with the Tsar, wherein the Tsar pledged to support Augustus’ son for the Polish throne. 
We’ve seen in past episodes how this underlying desire to have his son approved for the throne in his own lifetime dominated Augustus’ schemes when he wasn’t focused on the Commonwealth’s foreign policy issues. Between 1716-1720, Augustus watched the support from the nobility melt away, and thus the Treaty of Vienna could not be ratified by the divided Sejm. This melting support base came as a direct result of Augustus’ careless blundering through the sensibilities of the Commonwealth’s notables. Just like he had brought back in the Saxons in 1713, up to that point he remain tight-lipped and apparently slow to come out in support of the constitution or to deny any plots he had to establish a hereditary dynasty. 
Augustus presented this unwillingness to quash these rumours as a king not humouring the insults of his subjects, but deep down he knew that they were right to fear – he was planning to change the Republic’s elective monarchy, and if he could cut through the incessant red tape on the way there, more the better. Perhaps, Augustus’ flaws can be summarised into a single phrase – he was, above all, a bad liar. Had he been a convincing and enthusiastic liar, his subjects would likely had come to take him at his word, yet because he repeatedly refused to clarify his position, and because he continued to maintain his position as a foreign king unamused by Polish languages, customs or political traditions, the initial goodwill his subjects had for him on his return began to melt away. When Augustus believed he had kept up appearances long enough and that he deserves his soldiers back in May 1713, the magnates and nobles of the Commonwealth saw this act as akin to the last straw – it was now clear to them that their King was planning something, and they were determined to figure out what. 
At any moment, a more perceptive King would have moved to quickly quash the rumours, but Augustus always believed himself above them, and because he rarely stepped outside of his Saxon island in the Commonwealth sea, he rarely gleaned new information about how exactly his subjects felt about him. The more his Saxon yes men told him all was well, the more he felt he had room to push, and thus the communication failures escalated. Outraged that he should bring his Saxons back, the subsequent Sejms were all strongly critical of Augustus, and word of this criticism did filter back. This time though, Augustus refused to listen. He would not send back his Saxon troops, instead he simply merged them into the Commonwealth army and granted them better uniforms, more honours and less active work. Augustus seems to have been plainly insensitive; one example is given of the campaigning season demanding that the Commonwealth send its army out in the summer of 1714 to aid the Russians in their efforts against Sweden’s German territories. Augustus advocated sending the Commonwealth army out without their Saxon attachment, and he insisted he needed them in Warsaw for his protection. 
On the one hand, if a foreign army marched to Warsaw and the King was vulnerable it could have been disastrous. Yet, no foreign power existed to march on Warsaw in 1714, and while Augustus’ actual desire was to avoid having to pay for the Saxon troops on campaign, as the Commonwealth had to support its own forces, what the Republic’s nobles saw was that their King was keeping his loyal Saxon army close for something while most of the realm’s army was away to the north. What other reason could he have for doing this than to launch some kind of coup? No coup was forthcoming, and Augustus sat in a blissful ignorance while his subjects tied themselves in knots trying to figure out how and when their King would launch his coup. It was rumoured that he wished to force his son onto the throne as his successor, while it was also rumoured that in this he would have Russian help. The magnates whispered and burdened themselves with gossip, and prepared to confront their King and ask him directly; if he would not present himself to the Sejm, then they would go to him. 
After Augustus proved unwilling to meet the magnates and potentates, the discontented group withdrew to a castle in the small and pretty town of Tarnogrod. While assembling there in early November 1715, the decision was made on 26th of the month to join together in a confederation aimed at opposing Augustus’ pretentions to absolutism, and to pass the legislation necessary to ensure that Augustus could not rely on his Saxon troops any longer. News of the Tarnogrod Confederation spread quickly across the Commonwealth, and by December Augustus had been informed that a growing body of influential Commonwealth actors were rallying against him. Several important magnates joined the Confederation, as did some of the most important hetmans, or provincial military commanders, in the Commonwealth. This dangerous grouping posed a grave threat to Augustus’ position, but the King refused to meet with them, reasoning instead that the Commonwealth had shown its true colours and that its citizens had forfeited their rights through such a rebellion. 
Again, Augustus did not seem to account for the fact that Confederations were a recognised and accepted tradition of the Commonwealth, and were only formed in the most desperate of circumstances by those affected. He continued to resist any calls to meet with the Confederation’s representatives though, and before 1715 was over, the Tsar was beginning to correspond with his Saxon ally over a joint strategy they could pursue against the treacherous confederates. Incidentally, Peter was also negotiating with the same Confederates. Such double dealing reflects the growing trend in Moscow of interfering directly with the Commonwealth’s domestic politics. Peter’s motives were obvious; by posing as the champion of his friend Augustus and of the Commonwealth’s golden freedoms at the same time, he could be brought into the Commonwealth as a mediator. Those Russian soldiers who crossed regularly through Polish lands en route to their destinations in Northern Germany, and soon to Mecklenburg as we saw, could be easily redirected to Warsaw where they would be able to oversee a mediated peace between the King and his subjects. 
By this point the Russians had already begun moving large bodies of troops into the eastern portions of the Commonwealth, and took advantage of the distraction of the nobles and magnates involved in the Confederation by acting as though such soldiers were there for the benefit of those afflicted by Augustus’ heinous policies. Yet, once they had filed into the Commonwealth by spring 1716, it became clear that the Russians weren’t there to declare war on Augustus in support of the Confederates. Although some truces had passed, the Saxons had numerical superiority and possessed the advantage in that they were fighting for their elector, while the Confederates were not fighting for any individual, and instead fought for an idea which varied depending on whom you asked. To some confederates the act of fighting against the King seemed immensely impolitic, yet to others nothing save a second abdication from Augustus would do. Over much of 1716 a state of civil war existed in the Commonwealth, as the King and his Saxons in the west engaged in a set of running battles with the Confederates to the east. It was clear by the end of 1716 that neither party possessed the ability to defeat the other, and that some kind of settlement would have to be reached, and it was then that Peter was able to present his armed forces as peacekeepers, and his scheming agents as objective intermediaries, interested only in ensuring that the conflict be brought to a peaceful end.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Norman Davies, Europe: a History (London; Harper-Collins, 1998), pp. 620-640.] 

During the year, Augustus had called for mediation from the Pope, the HR Emperor and George I of Britain-Hanover, yet none of these figures were acceptable to the Confederates, who by summer 1716 had transformed the conflict into an increasingly bitter one by capturing and killing one of Augustus’ Saxon commanders, an act which was reciprocated in September. The bitterness and tension were reaching an all-time high, and it was getting to the point that Peter would be free to stand-by and watch the two side destroy each other, but calmer heads eventually prevailed. A decision to launch a fresh appeal for Russian mediation after much consideration by the Confederates was accompanied by Augustus’ decision to meet with the Tsar in September, where he had acquired from him several recommendations and guarantees. On 4th November 1716, representatives of the Confederates sat down with Augustus and signed the Warsaw Treaty, an agreement wherein Augustus agreed to remove his Saxon troops, the Commonwealth agreed to reduce its army size, and the tax reforms agreed to in 1710 were to be guaranteed. There was no mention of Russia or the Tsar’s guarantees, but all were in agreement that the Treaty would be ratified in the Sejm of February 1717. 
This was a sensible ruling, and it ensured that everyone’s grievances would finally be aired out properly; Augustus had also promised to attend, meaning that perceived snubs of the last few years would not be repeated. Constitutionally the decision was sound also, as it required the approval of the Sejm for any treaty to become law. For four months then, both sides would be engaged in an awkward ceasefire, since it was not guaranteed that the Sejm would confirm the peace, or if it would break down in debates and struggles as it had been known to do in the past. All involved prepared their arguments then, and Augustus considered the best approach. He was aware that the Confederates had become increasingly hostile to the Russians, as many magnates had returned home to see Russian soldiers on their lands, which was fundamentally unacceptable to the magnates’ sensibilities. The treaty of Warsaw was thus the prequel to the so-called Silent Sejm of February 1717, and it the reason why the notables of the Commonwealth assembled for that Sejm in the first place. 
Peter plainly delayed moving his forces until that Sejm assembled to meet, and as he dithered, it was still not entirely clear that the greatest threat to Commonwealth came not from the King or the Confederates, but the ambitions and schemes of the Tsar. Next time we’ll conclude this incredible story, as our narrative takes us through the events during and immediately after the SS. I hope you’ll join us for that, but until then, my name is Zack, and this has been the PHM. Thanks for listening and I’ll be seeing you all soon.
